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under the auspices of the CMAA. Howev-
er, several problems mar the effectiveness of 
these initiatives. First of all, “gender” seems 
to be synonymous with “women,” an unfortu-
nate misconception often encountered when 
gender mainstreaming is on the agenda in 
many sectors. Second, instead of focusing on 
ensuring the equal access of women to benefits 
and influence in the sector of mine action, the 
focus seems to be on finding female-specific 
aspects in the sector and nurturing these. For 
example, CMAA wants to target women for 
employment in the mine-risk education sec-
tor based on their perceived skills in teaching 
and communicating with children. 
While this stereotype may be true based 
on traditional divisions of labor in communi-
ties, it doesn’t help the broader goals of gender 
mainstreaming. The approach is too narrow 
and does not reflect the necessity of ensuring 
women have equal access to benefits and influ-
ence. Instead, it takes a traditionalist view on 
the role of women and seeks to accommodate 
women into the mine-action work within the 
framework of these roles. Clearly, this acknowl-
edgement of the particular skills and resources 
of the female side of the community is positive 
in and of itself and may certainly be an impor-
tant part of the gender-mainstreaming process. 
However, if this pigeonholing is what the gender 
aspects of the mine-action strategies of the CMAA 
amounts to, it does not qualify as mainstreaming 
in the real meaning of the concept.
Some efforts are necessary to mend the 
gender gap in the efficiency of the community 
consultations. First, the issue of prejudice against 
women on the part of the mine-action staff needs 
to be addressed through gender training tailored 
to the domestic and local context. In Cambodia, 
earlier efforts at community consultations have 
shown that even if the organization in question 
invites women to the meetings and facilitates 
for their presence, women’s voices would 
still generally not be heard. Second, the fact 
that many of the women lack the skills and 
experience needed to get their views across 
needs to be acknowledged and ameliorated. This 
deficiency is often related to very specific skills 
needed, such as the ability to understand and 
draw maps, suggesting a need for creativity in 
the way consultations are carried out to ensure 
that women are able to express their views 
and to share their knowledge and experience 
without being hindered by their lack of specific 
skills. In a stable, post-conflict situation such 
as Cambodia, mine clearance should and can 
be seen in a broader context of reconstruction, 
development and progress. This feat cannot 
be accomplished in a comprehensive manner 
without including a gendered component that is 
mainstreamed through all aspects of the work 
of the sector, including the cooperation with 
development organizations and private entities. 
The community consultations are a good place 
to start, as they constitute a cross-cutting activity 
that is relevant to the practical efficiency of the 
clearance. Consultations also ensure a fairly equal 
distribution of benefits arising from clearance 
activities. Also, by acknowledging and seeking 
the advice and knowledge of local women, mine-
action organizations help to challenge the existing 
gender biases and depreciation especially of 
women in rural Cambodia and also Cambodian 
society in general. The benefits of removing the 
obstacles for female participation and contribution 
to the rebuilding and development of a country 
should be self-evident, and successful gender 
mainstreaming in mine action needs to reflect this 
fact in all its strategies. 
See Endnotes, page 110
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N orwegian People’s Aid has always held the opinion that wom-en should have equal employment rights to all jobs—including those in every aspect of demining.1 It has demonstrated this be-
lief by involving women in many of its demining projects around the 
world. Past NPA projects that incorporated women in the demining 
process include clearance projects in Bosnia, Croatia, Iraq, Kosovo and 
Sri Lanka, all of which were successful. The positive feedback concern-
ing female participation in these projects encouraged NPA to continue 
training women to take part in demining—even in its most recent proj-
ect in war-torn southern Sudan.1
Female Demining in Sudan
NPA has been involved in mine clearance in Sudan since April 2004, 
when it established its first program in the nation, a traditional all-male 
team. Soon after, however, in 2005, training for the first female deminers 
in Sudan began, leading to the formation of the first all-female demining 
team in the country, which officially came together in 2007.1 The govern-
ment of South Sudan is working on gender mainstreaming within its 
employment ranks, setting a target of having females serve as 25 per-
cent of its agencies’ workforce. NPA’s mine-action programs in Sudan 
aimed for this gender-mainstreaming goal and made the 25-percent tar-
get a reality, assimilating women into every part of demining operations, 
including the operational and support departments.1 
NPA did not take any special measures to recruit the women it 
trained. The recruitment of female staff was conducted within Yei 
county, Central Equatoria, where advertisements were posted around 
the town area. Applicants were interviewed and then screened by the 
NPA’s All-female Demining Team in Sudan
by Leah young [ Mine Action Information Center ]
Norwegian People’s Aid’s commitment to gender mainstreaming in mine action is reflected by the organization’s 
present work in Sudan. This article looks at the successes of the country’s first all-female demining team, 
established in 2007, as well as at the larger cultural and practical considerations of women in demining. 
Mary opani, team leader. 
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Sudan People’s Liberation Army for security purposes. After that, 
successful candidates began a four-week basic demining course.1 
Many advantages exist in facilitating all-female demining teams. 
First, avoiding mixed-gender teams addresses the practical concerns of 
deminers living together in a small working environment. Second, all-
female demining teams ensure a “gender balance” within NPA’s demin-
ing programs, providing not only equal employment opportunities to the 
women, but also bringing female perspectives to the traditionally male-
dominated field. All-women teams also create unique positions in local 
communities for women to be role models for others.1 NPA has not ob-
served any drawbacks or weaknesses in these teams. Although the female 
teams may require slight increases in donor funding, to assist with the 
expenses associated with maternity leave, NPA says that donors “have 
responded very well.”1
The women of South Sudan. The culture of South Sudan is known 
for its conservative nature. Initially, this emphasis on tradition was seen 
as a potential cultural hindrance as the first all-female demining team 
was formed and women began to take on roles traditionally viewed as 
masculine.2 This traditional culture, however, has not been a deterrent 
to the process. The majority of the female deminers say that their in-
volvement has not been discouraged, but rather that their friends and 
families have been very supportive of their involvement in mine clear-
ance.2 Their participation in the program gives them not only an op-
portunity outside of the home to earn extra money for their families, 
but it also is “a source of pride for the women” as they help rebuild their 
nation after the country’s second civil war (1983–2005).2,3 The only is-
sue that the NPA needed to take into account, the organization says, 
female deminer at Limbe Bridge task, Lainya, Central equatoria. 
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was to “respect the difference between the sexes,” 
by providing separate housing camps for the men 
and women when they were in the field demining 
away from home for up to six weeks at a time.1
In this region of southern Sudan, it is 
viewed as traditional for a woman to be mar-
ried and raise a large family. Furthermore, 
since the end of the civil war, which led to 
the deaths of approximately two million peo-
ple and the displacement of another four mil-
lion citizens, there has been a sentiment in the 
region that Sudan needs to repopulate due to 
wartime losses.3 For these reasons, it is not un-
common for many of the women on the team 
to be pregnant while working.3 NPA has not 
let the high numbers of pregnancies and the 
resulting maternity leave stop it from utilizing 
the benefits of all-female demining teams. It 
has instead found ways in which to make the 
team function despite this challenge, since the 
benefits of an all-female team, such as being 
able to learn about and use female knowledge 
of a minefield, the ability to help support a 
family and the improved status of these wom-
en in the community, outweigh this one draw-
back. For instance, the first all-female team is 
made up of 35 women. This size is larger than 
a typical NPA demining team, taking into ac-
count the many women who may be on ma-
ternity leave.2 
NPA has also developed a special program 
for its female deminers who become pregnant 
and require leave. In this program, if a female 
deminer is pregnant, she is automatically giv-
en a three-month maternity leave, which is 
used both before and after the birth. If neces-
sary, for the woman’s comfort, health and safe-
ty, extra time can be allotted.1 After this point, 
NPA ensures that the woman is able to be with 
her child for six months by letting her work 
from the Logobero Base Camp near Yei, 40 kilo-
meters (25 miles) north of the current demin-
ing operation in Morobo county. NPA also takes 
advantage of this time by providing the wom-
en with important computer and skills train-
ing for the job.2 Throughout this entire period of 
three months’ leave and six months working at 
the base camp, NPA ensures the woman receives 
the same pay she would if she were demining on 
the field with the rest of the team.1
Clearing Mile 38. The team recently partici-
pated in the clearance of Mile 38 on the Yei-Juba 
road—a Line of Disengagement of some 100 
hectares. This Mile 38 battlefield was “on the 
frontline in a decade’s long conflict”3 in Sudan. 
In the process of mine clearance in this dangerous 
stretch of land, the women cleared 15,845 square 
meters (4 acres) and removed nine pieces of unex-
ploded ordnance, 103 anti-personnel mines and 21 
anti-tank mines.1 The Mile 38 clearance project 
took over a year, spanning from February 2007 
to March 2008. The grueling clearance process 
involved the use of both manual and mechan-
ical demining techniques, which included the 
use of the MineWolf mechanical demining ma-
chine.1  In June 2008 NPA handed Mile 38 over 
to the Sudanese government, with farming and 
agriculture predicted as the use for the land.1
Statistics from the U.N. Mine Action Office 
in the region show that there have been over 
2,000 recorded civilian casualties and injuries 
from landmines laid during and since the civil 
war.3 The heavily mined land in this area has 
caused more than just death and injury to the 
people of Sudan. It has made trade and travel 
virtually impossible, destroyed farmers’ live-
lihoods and harmed communities through-
out southern Sudan. For example, Mile 38 was 
once a part of a major trade route, but due to 
fear of landmines and conflict, it was virtually 
useless land until it was cleared.3 The women 
of the team are working to restore their nation 
and bring an end to the fear that keeps com-
munities from making use of the land.
Continued commitment to gender main-
streaming. NPA has found that in these war-
torn communities it is typically women who 
are involved in gathering wood and water for 
their families in more remote locations. Due 
to their knowledge of these lesser-known areas, 
women have the best information in these rural 
communities regarding which areas are the most 
dangerous.2 These women, however, are typi-
cally an untapped resource of knowledge, 
since all-male teams go into these areas and 
speak mainly to the men from the communi-
ties about their knowledge of the mine threat 
in the area. Perhaps this all-women team will be 
able to speak to more women, accessing vital in-
formation that has not been found in the past.2 
NPA’s commitment to incorporating women 
into the demining process continues to pay off. 
The first all-female demining team’s success 
in Sudan is just one example of the positive 
outcomes. Although it seemed that a tradi-
tional culture would get in the way, the team 
members have been met with support by their 
friends and families. The potential issues of 
pregnancy and maternity leave have not hin-
dered the team, but rather have provided an 
opportunity for NPA to develop a new pro-
gram for new mothers. Furthermore, the team 
has recently finished clearing one of the most 
dangerous battlefields in the nation, Mile 38, 
providing communities with land for agricul-
ture and trade. The team hopes to continue on 
this path; restoring communities and helping 
the country recover from a long war. 
See Endnotes, page 110
Minebelt at Mile 38, Ganji payam, Juba. 
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M any organizations in the global mine-action community re-main unaware of the importance of gender-proactive inter-ventions. During the Eighth Meeting of the States Parties to 
the Ottawa Convention2 in 2007, no official events addressed gender and 
mine action.3 By failing to investigate the human component of techni-
cal operations, mine-action organizations prevent clarity and progress. 
Some reject gender-specific activities as meaningless burdens imposed 
upon field professionals. Others disregard the topic because of perceived 
cultural or situational constraints. However, simple gender-mainstream-
ing solutions are valuable and easily achievable for any organization. 
Participating organizations find that including gender considerations 
serves a dual purpose of improving human-rights conditions and mak-
ing labor more cost-efficient. By studying gender dissimilarities, we 
can better understand the unique qualities and inequalities of men and 
women and boys and girls in order to resolve problems and make pro-
cesses more effective. 
The United Nations and other organizations have long under-
stood the advantages of distinguishing between each gender’s distinct 
behaviors and implementing appropriate practices. According to 
Vanessa Farr, Senior Gender and Conflict Advisor in the United Nations 
Development Programme, successful campaigns involve evaluating 
gender-specific mine action, sharing successful intervention stories, 
applying lessons learned to improve the process and obtaining ear-
marked financial support.4 
United Nations Mine Action Service Officer-in-Charge Justin Brady 
believes compassionate collaboration is essential: “Only when gender 
specialists emphasize how integrating gender concerns will improve pro-
gramming and the mine-action side looks at the practical side of taking 
gender into consideration [can] the two sides coalesce around a healthy 
discussion on how to promote changes in the way we do business.”5
Mine-action actors should evaluate gender distinctions in a variety 
of contexts from employment procedures to program-implementation 
methods. Gender mainstreaming has implications for each local situa-
tion, including political, social, religious, psychological, economic and 
cultural concerns. Most important to consider are the personal circum-
stances of individuals whose lives have been changed by each differential 
intervention. After all, three of the five pillars of mine action—mine-risk 
education, victim assistance and advocacy—center on the humanitarian 
objective of improving the quality of life for these individuals. 
Gender Misconceptions in Mine Action
In the field and in the office, gender specialists commonly discover 
that mine-action organizations have false impressions about the gen-
der norms of local societies. “‘That would be great, but you just can’t do 
that here,’ is a common refrain, but once you start to break it down and 
work within the context, many things that seemed impossible can be 
done,” says Brady.5 International nongovernmental organizations will 
tiptoe around what they perceive to be existing norms, though they have 
made no official investigations. Two presumptions should be reconsid-
Gender in the Mine-action Community
by Rachel Canfield and Chad McCoull [ Mine Action Information Center ]
Comparing the perspectives of multiple gender specialists and detailing real-world examples, this article 
provides a multi-faceted look at gender mainstreaming in the mine-action community. The authors analyze 
four of the five mine-action pillars1: clearance, mine-risk education, victim assistance and advocacy. 
ered: first, that the international NGO fully comprehends the cultural 
constraints of the region and, second, that progressive actions of gender 
mainstreaming cannot be initiated by the NGO.
According to Marie Nilsson of the Swiss Campaign to Ban Land-
mines’ Gender and Mine Action Programme, “Our research shows indi-
cations that it is not culture per se that prevents gender mainstreaming 
in MA, but the approach, understanding and will of individual persons 
and organizations.”3 Preconceived notions of NGOs do not, therefore, 
necessarily reflect the reality of a region’s culture or religion. One case 
in point: though it would seem unlikely, one Muslim territory in Somaliland 
is home to an all-female demining team.6
Policy and Publications
Gender parity is an essential goal documented in the original pre-
amble of the United Nations charter.7 The first U.N. bill to articulate 
civil liberties for women is the 1979 Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination against Women.8 The first U.N. Security 
Council resolution to take into account gender and mine action is the 
October 2000 Resolution 1325, which recognizes the significance and 
personal rights of women during conflict.9 This breakthrough has es-
tablished protocol for more balanced female involvement and regula-
tions to protect women and girls during times of conflict. With regard 
to matters of security, these principles remain largely unimplemented 
among many of the Resolution signatories. Article 6 of the 2006 United 
Nations Convention on Rights of Persons with Disabilities further de-
fines the disadvantages with which women, boys and girls must cope.10
Landmine victim Kheun sokhon is employed as a deminer.
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